Eph/Ephrin-mediated interactions in the thymus.
In the present study, we review available information on the relevance of Eph and ephrins in numerous processes occurring in the thymus that regulate not only T cell differentiation but also thymic epithelial cell (TEC) development and organization. Eph/ephrins are a large family of receptors and ligands involved in organogenesis and homeostasis of adult tissues. They are extensively expressed in the thymus and seem to be involved in the colonization of lymphoid progenitor cells and their migration throughout the thymic parenchyma necessary to provide an adequate topological location of developing thymocytes in the epithelial network that ensures their correct differentiation. In addition, EphB2 and EphB3 play a cell-autonomous role in regulating the transitions of double-negative to double-positive cells and of double-positive to single-positive thymocytes and the lack of these molecules or their ligands ephrin B1 and ephrin B2 induces profound alterations of the TEC maturation and in the arrangement of epithelial network. We emphasize that these results are largely reflecting the role played by this family of molecules in controlling thymocyte-TEC interactions within the thymus.